Have you ever considered how many words we have in English for when very bad things happen suddenly? Consider the range of terms used: disaster, catastrophe, predicament, crisis, calamity, emergency, cataclysm.
Every wonder why?
Another lexicon is deployed to address these crises. Terms like mitigation, hazard reduction, and risk management come to mind-words based on notions of planning and management. Th ese crisis terms and the terms used for managing the crisis are oft en coupled with nature-positioning a crisis of the environment that threatens humans or, alternately, a crisis of humanity that threatens the environment. Increasingly environmental crises are seen as being of epic proportions: they are oft en projected as global and spanning extending periods of time, sometimes to the point of aff ecting the world forever.
One of the most visible environmental crises today is that of climate change or global warming, a calamity that has made many headlines, particularly with Al Gore's Nobel Peace Prize in 2007 for his involvement in the fi lm, An Inconvenient Truth. Th en there's a crisis of energy, which reverberates with sounds of war, lifestyle issues, and economic interests. Sometimes we hear about a crisis of desertifi cation, with echoes of famine, thirst, poverty, and despair, usually talked about for places far away. Th e list goes on with a crisis of wildfi res, crisis of the oceans, crisis of food, crisis of biodiversity, crisis of air pollution, and more.
Surrounding these environmental crises are clashes over culture and politics; confl icts that pit those who acknowledge the crises against those who reject problems with the environment. Let me be clear from the start.
I' d like to distance myself both from those who see these crises as real and imminent threats as well as from those who argue against the science and rationality of such crises. 1 In the United States, this division has become pronounced, with the highly contentious and politicized arguments over global warming. Th ese days, it takes little to ignite political fi res and cultural wars in the U.S. like issues surrounding global warming and, more broadly, notions of environment in crisis. Personally, I subscribe to neither camp, yet I am not suggesting complacency either, as I remain committed to working on environment-society issues. My argument is that engagement is needed but crisis is not.
Increasingly partisan quarrels over environmental crises are premised on dualistic logic that separates humans from the environment. A byline from Gore's movie captures this perception of separateness between nature and humans, along with the seriousness of crises as seen by many environmentalists: "Did the planet betray us? Or did we betray the planet?" Th e ontological rift between environmentalists and anti-environmentalists may present itself as a no-win situation, but something more is going on here. Implicit in both sides of this debate are dualistic notions about the detachment of humans from the environment that have deep roots in the enlightenment thought. My argument is that such dualities should be acknowledged, probed, and reformulated in the context of current crisis-thinking about the environment. Th ese environmental crises and the surrounding debates can be revealing and may suggest alternate, non-dualistic courses for the future.
Water Crisis
Nowhere is this crisis state of mind more apparent than with water. Nearly anywhere one turns, there is talk of a water crisis of worldwide proportions. We now live in "the century of water, " so dubbed by the United Nations because of the increasing threats to water around the globe and the need to turn this situation around without delay. In a growing number of scientifi c, management, industrial, environmental, and journalistic circles, threats to water quantity, water quality, surface water, and groundwater are being studied, argued about, planned for, turned into educational materials, lamented over, and mitigated.
Th e gravity of the situation is one of the messages. At the turn of the 21st century, Vice President of the World Bank Ismail Serageldin coined the phrase, "the wars of the next century will be over water" (de Villiers 2000, p. 13 Th e sheer magnitude of the crisis has been emphasized to demand clean, ample water supplies for everyone, especially the poorest and most disadvantaged. Ward (2005, pp. 4-5) Th e magnitude of the crisis was also underscored in a technical report jointly produced by UNICEF and the World Health Organization, stating that 1.1 billion people still do not have access to an adequate supply of drinking water. We are told that without further concerted action and assistance, the poorest countries and regions of the world will not adequately solve the problem (World Health Organization and UNICEF 2004) .
Given the gravity and magnitude of the impending water crisis, demands for action and solutions are escalating. And, it seems that one person's solution to the water crisis is another's problem. Th is is evident in the increasingly vociferous debate over privatization of water supplies, particularly in the wake of the guerra del agua of Cochabamba, Bolivia in 2000. Disputes over privatization extend to the U.S. as well; recent petitions circulating through the Internet urge Congress to resist any initiatives to privatize water. Yet by contrast, a recent publication, Water for sale: How business and the market can resolve the world's water crisis, pushes a neoliberal agenda in water development, promoting market-based and privatization solutions to resolve water problems (Segerfeldt 2005) .
Although the specifi c form that the water crisis assumes diff ers somewhat from place to place and organization to organization, overall a heightened sense of urgency has been coupled with escalating pressure to take action, resolving or at least mitigating problems with water. Evidence of the water crisis and demands for action can be found nearly everywhere, in scientifi c sources, activist's slogans, news articles, comics, and publications aimed at capitalist ventures. (Lomborg 2001 ). An example is the New York Times, which in September 2007 ran a series about challenges in China and featured an article about the immensity of problems with water scarcity in the parched and rapidly growing north, including Beijing. As well, cartoonists and comedians bring the water crisis home in their own way, turning the topic into everyday fodder. And, industrialists and fi nanciers search for ways to invest and profi t from the looming crisis. New water conservation devices are marketed, investment services promote the growth of water-based industries, and water-supply service providers oft en look to the private sector for infusion of capital. Notions about water crises are tightly intertwined in the consciousness of many people all over the world. As a result, not one, but many water crises have emerged, diff ering in severity, location, dimensions, and causal factors.
In recent years, water has been linked with crisis in so many venues and so frequently that it is oft en presented as a matter of fact. Just as it has become increasingly diffi cult to ignore the potential repercussions of the crisis surrounding water, the demand for solutions is unmistakable. We hear and are shown evidence that the situation with water is dire and action must be taken immediately. Yet water is not facing a crisis state all alone; environmental crises are increasingly seen as interconnected. Th e global warming crisis spills over into the energy crises, which spill over into water crises, which spill over into desertifi cation crises, which spill over into biodiversity crises, which spill over into…you get the picture. Not only is nature well connected, but angst and neglect of the environment defy neat categorization, spilling over into many arenas. As crisis becomes both phenomenon and phenomena simultaneously, the ideas and language of environmental crisis are beginning to defi ne notions of what the environment is and how we are to respond to nature. And this aff ects water. What we hear is: if the next wars will be over water-if water pollution is killing many, if overpumping depletes aquifers forever-we had better fi gure it out fast and get it fi xed, hadn't we?
Th e heightened sense of urgency has both resurrected some old approaches and generated newer solutions, including increasing infrastructure development, privatization of water management, and integrated water resources management (IWRM). Rather than spending time discussing the effi cacy of solutions to water crises, we need to move away from the margins, so to speak-to not tacitly accept, and instead to interrogate, the very notion of water crises and the cultural politics of the debates surrounding them.
Why? First, because the rhetoric of water crisis, along with the counterrhetoric of anti-crisis, while it may shape public sensibilities, shapes power relations in ways that may be less than transparent. Furthermore, water crises are continually transformed, so they remain fundamentally insolvable. And fi nally, the urgency of water crises and corresponding demands for action preclude more sustained and nuanced engagements between people and water; approaches that tackle complex networks connecting local and global.
Drought as a Latourian Hybrid
To interrogate the makings of a water crisis and its implications, I will turn to the specifi c case of recent water scarcity and drought in Australia. My objectives are:
• to connect the rhetoric of this drought with power relations, • to evaluate how continual transformation of this drought renders this as an insolvable crisis, and
• to consider alternate non-dualistic approaches that engage people and water. Here I will confess to my thinking being informed by Bruno Latour's approach, oft en labeled Actor Network Th eory, or ANT (Latour 1993) , which probes socio-natural hybrids-in this case, droughts-and their associated mediating networks, so as to gain understanding about societies and natures. As Karen Bakker and Gavin Bridge remind us, "water scarcity is not absolute but is relative-an intersection of multiple socio-natural factors: meteorological variability; the social construction of scientifi c knowledge of climate, demand and consumer behavior; and political economic restructuring of water supply systems" (Bakker and Bridge 2006, p. 20) . Drought, then, is a matter of perspective, as it is relativistic and may take into account social as well as climatic and other environmental conditions (Nevarez 1996) . As such, there is no single, universally agreed-upon defi nition for drought, nor is there a standard metric (National Drought Mitigation Center 2007). Merging the social with the natural, droughts are well suited to analyses as Latourian hybrids. As a hybrid in ANT, I will argue that drought should be considered not simply a natural phenomenon nor fully a social construction. Instead, examining the networks attached to drought tells us a great deal about the connections between nature and society.
One mediating network associated with drought can be identifi ed by examining the rhetoric and metrics of drought so as to trace power relations associated with droughts. Th is fi rst network is referred to as "drought rhetoric, metrics, and power. " Another network can be situated through an evaluation of how a declared drought shapes perceptions of water availability and is interpreted to give meaning to human actions. Th is second network, which I will refer to as "transformation of drought, " provides for an exploration of how the continual transformation of drought relates to its fundamental insolubility. Along with an introduction to these two networks, the paper will conclude with a few exploratory thoughts about alternative approaches to droughts and water crises.
Australian Drought Rhetoric, Metrics, and Power
Just as my fellow Nevadans sometimes boast of living in the most arid state in the U.S., many Australians take pride in residing in the driest inhabited continent on the planet. So Australians are not unaccustomed to aridity or unfamiliar with schemes designed to provide more water. Yet the current heat wave and dry spell has led some to desperation, and many view it as a crisis situation. For the past few years, news of a "1-in-1000-year drought" in Australia has been making newspaper and magazine headlines and occupying bloggers in various parts of the world. Along with government information, these sources provide a view into the makings of Australia's recent drought as a water crisis, the metrics associated with drought rhetoric, and the resulting eff ects on power relations and nature-society relations.
Farmers have been at the center of this crisis. In particular, the agricultural economy of the Murray-Darling Basin, oft en identifi ed as Australia's breadbasket, and other parts of southeastern Australia are specifi ed as being threatened. In December 2006, the Web site Sighted Moon.com (http:// www.sightedmoon.com/?page_id=96) reported on devastation wrought by the drought on agriculture and rural residents:
. . . with Government offi cials saying last month that the drought gripping Australia could be the worst in 1000 years, emergency plans are being drawn up to secure long-term water supplies to towns and cities. Previously it was thought that the drought eff ecting more than half the country's farmlands was the worst in just 100 years, and with rivers disappearing and a searing spring, desperate farmers are being asked to pack up and open a 'new agricultural frontier' in the tropical north. . . Australia's wool harvest is set to dwindle to its lowest in 20 years, industry fi gures have show, as the nation's worst drought in a century weighs further on the beleaguered rural community. Some areas of Australia have been without signifi cant rainfall for years and fi gures recently released showed the country's winter crop was down more than 60 percent in 2005. Farm incomes have also plummeted 70 percent to their lowest levels in more than a decade and Treasurer Peter Costello has warned that Australia faces a rural depression if the situation does not improve…
In pointing out the eff ect of drought on agricultural enterprises and rural lifestyles, news coverage in Australian and international sources increased public sympathy for the plight of farmers as well as reinforced the impact of agricultural decline on local and national economies. News coverage linking droughts to economic conditions has a role in reshaping power relations by structuring public understandings, which in turn support government policies and fi nancing to aid the agricultural industry (or components of it). In the past, for example, national drought policy has emphasized self-reliance and risk management rather than providing emergency relief, much to the chagrin of many rural residents and farmers (Botterill 2003 ). Yet these policies are currently being reworked, given the increasing sensitivity to the plight of the agricultural sector because of the drought.
Economic structures are reshaped too, as food and commodity price increases become news linked to the drought crisis. In a news story in the Sydney Morning Herald in October 2007, for example, a supervisor at Woolworth's is quoted as saying that the drought will lead to signifi cant increases in food prices. Th e explanation for the increasing costs to the consumers was that wholesalers were adjusting their prices because the drought wiped out production or pushed up key input costs. Such rhetoric linking droughts to economic conditions, such as commodity and consumer prices, reworks economic conditions, changing power relations to the advantage of some and the disadvantage of others.
Using the example of drought metrics, there are many ways to measure dryness and drought, each based on scientifi c notions or technology, each shaping how drought is perceived in particular ways. Vegetation anomalies can be used as a proxy for drought, thereby illustrating how science, then, is used to underscore the spatial and temporal variability of water availability and how this remote-sensing approach is predicated on government scientists illustrating and interpreting the extent and severity of the drought.
2 In addition to the probabilistic measures of drought, such as 1-in-1000-year drought and the remote-sensing approach, another metric used in Australia to identify drought is rainfall defi ciency maps produced by the national meteorological service. So, diff erent metrics produce diff erent understandings of water availability and the severity of the drought. In this case, the choice of the temporal dimension is a key infl uence regarding how scarcity is articulated and understood.
Government scientists, such as those at NASA and at the Australian Bureau of Meteorology, are oft en in a position both to develop drought metrics and interpret them for the public. Th is has the eff ect of reinforcing state power, as government scientists initially identify conditions that establish a drought and then determine when to declare a drought. Government policy makers are also involved in attenuating responses to drought through policy actions. Droughts, then, may provide opportunities to re-situate aspects of water governance back within the state.
More than simply a variety of measurements, metrics make a diff erence in perceptions of water availability and infl uence actions taken in response to water limitations. As the metrics and rhetoric point to increasingly scarce water availability, nature is brought more clearly in focus and science and policy are invoked in response. Donna Haraway (1991, p. 3) captures an aspect of these nature-society relations in an introductory passage in her infl uential book, Simian, Cyborgs, and Women: Th e Reinvention of Nature:
Nature emerges from this exercise as 'coyote' . Th is potent trickster can show us that historically specifi c human relations with 'nature' must somehow-linguistically, ethically, scientifi cally, politically, technologically, and epistemologically-be imagined as genuinely social and actively relations; and yet the partners remain utterly inhomogeneous. 'Our' relations with 'nature' must be imagined as a social engagement with a being who is neither 'it' , 'you' , 'thou' , 'he' , 'she' , nor 'they' in relation to 'us' . Th e pronouns embedded in sentences about contestations for what may count as nature are themselves political tools, expressing hopes, fears, and contradictory histories. Grammar is politics by other means.
Transformation of Australian Drought
Th e Australian situation turned into a water crisis as the drought was articulated broadly in terms understandable to many in Australia and beyond. As things turned more serious, a sense of impotence developed, a sense that nature was beyond human control and was at odds with society in Australia. Such perceptions played a signifi cant role in the continual transformation of drought into an insoluble problem caused by the vagaries of nature.
Many towns and cities in southern Australia, including Melbourne and Adelaide, for example, experienced the brunt of the dry spell as reservoir storage declined and municipal water supplies were reduced. Th is increased the receptiveness of many Australian urban residents to the plight of farmers, and it created a general receptiveness to government policy changes aimed at bolstering water infrastructure development and agricultural support. Going so far as to appeal to the divine, Prime Minister John Howard underscored the hopelessness of the situation by saying that Australians should "pray for rain. "
In the past few years, discussions about the Australian drought have extended throughout many places in the world. In many of these sources, implicitly or explicitly, nature is seen as causing problems for society. Finnish-based blogs, for example, have debated the causes, outcomes, and broader implications of the drought in Australia (Antti.Vilpponen.Net. 2005) . Th e drought has also been interpreted for readers of a California-based wine industry newsletter, Avenue Wine, as leading to threats of national government intervention in the regulatory jurisdiction of individual states over water matters. Focusing on the losses in the agricultural sector and changes to government policies, an article in Avenue Wine tells of the political and social ravages caused by a natural disaster. Another article in a health journal interprets the drought from the perspective of its impact on the mental health and resiliency of rural children (Dean and Stain 2007 ). An Internet article-from Cosmos magazine-linked the Australian drought disaster to growing population and global warming (Phillips 2006) . Th e drought, then, not only shapes perceptions of water availability, but also provides frameworks used by many to interpret human actions in response to problems caused by nature.
Some of the reported responses to the drought were drastic. Certain Australian farmers have responded to declining fi nancial fortunes and bleak futures-which are seen to be a result of the drought-in extreme ways. More and more stoic male farmers, we are told, opt for suicide in the brunt of the drought. News stories tend to focus on those who lose-farmers hit fi nancially, some even taking their own lives.
But some are positioned to gain in this process as well, although they have made few headlines. I am not suggesting that there is anything benign about declaring a drought or a water crisis, but some individuals do benefi t from such situations (Nevarez 1996) . Th e Australian drought, for example, has been used as a rationale to alter government policies in ways that benefi t corporate agriculturalists and municipal water providers, who are beginning to gain, both in the short term from "emergency relief " and possibly in the long term, as water allocation systems are altered and environmental uses of water are given lower priority. Th e stories of human loss are also compelling enough to alter governmental policies and, in some cases, topple offi cials. Some farmers may also come out of the drought better off , with government policies that provide "emergency relief " and long-term dedication of capital to water infrastructure improvements. And some industries will thrive as they mold the crisis into products and services-perhaps more imported bottled water or alternative agricultural supplies? Th ere are those who are positioned to take advantage of the risks associated with drought, with the logic that humans need to protect themselves and their institutions against nature.
Conclusions: Alternative Approaches
On the most arid inhabited continent, why wouldn't residents expect there to be extended periods with little or no precipitation? Linda Botterill (2003) proposes that rainfall, which deviates from the norm regularly in such arid lands, be addressed more directly: "Th is raises the question of whether extended dry spells in Australia can reasonably be characterized as 'drought' in the traditionally understood sense of the word or whether a better approach would be to reject the concept altogether and focus on climatic variability as the norm" (p. 62). Appealing as the prospect is to change notions of drought and drought metrics as they currently stand, the challenge is to develop alternative approaches that recognize climatic variability more explicitly-approaches that recognize and act on the complexity of humanenvironmental systems as they relate to the search for water.
Th e current rhetoric of drought in Australia, along with the metrics, political machinations, and economic adjustments, refl ects a search for water security-a desire to ensure that ample water is available constantly. Th e search for water security is basic to the Australian geographies and histories in which the current drought unfolds. Yet surely there are other ways to approach drought and water security? Th e traditions of indigenous Australians, for example, diff er radically from more recent immigrants to Australia, in terms of how variability in precipitation and surface-water scarcity are viewed and addressed. Reconceiving the basis behind actions to secure water supplies, then, is linked to rethinking approaches to drought.
What if, instead of identifying droughts, other metrics were associated with water availability? A water scarcity index developed by the International Water Management Institute evaluates the level of reliance on existing water supplies rather than measuring current rainfall or surface-water availability. Th e advantage of such an index is its ability to identify where more water is demanded than is available on a long-term basis. Other metrics could contribute to redefi ning water scarcity through diff erent understandings of people, water availability, and demands for water security.
Another way forward is to recognize and employ personal and local experience with water variability in arid places. As Mythen (2007, p. 802) points out "…people's encounters with the environment-both ideologically and materially-are increasingly taking place on a personal and local level. Th at is to say, public understandings of 'the environment' may be shift ing from a universal and general plain to a more grounded appreciation of how the environment aff ects routine practices and leisure pursuits. " So let me conclude with a personal story about how people can bring cycles of aridity into their daily experience and routine.
Like many Australians, I also enjoy living in arid lands, and it has become my habit to walk at dusk, to breathe in the desert sunset, to chat with neighbors, watch the dogs run. During these walks, I've become acquainted with a woman who typically is carrying a rock or two. Lydia is hearing-impaired and spends many of her evenings creating a labyrinth in the area where I take my evening walks. She strategically gathers, stacks, and organizes these rocks, big and small alike; sometimes she even sculpts them-big and small alike. Equally deliberately, she walks and asks others to walk this or that stretch of dirt, over and over again, in order to form a path. She started her project not long aft er a small burn last spring blackened a patch of ground, and she looks forward to many more months of this task to come. Hers is a performance geography, as she consciously transforms this patch of earth to fi t her dreams of a labyrinth. Now, as it turns out, the site of Lydia's labyrinth is an overfl ow reservoir that was built in the 1960s by the U.S. Soil Conservation Service. Th e reservoir was designed specifi cally to reroute fl ows so as to prevent a fl ooding catastrophe downslope and avert a potential water crisis. Th at this is a reservoir site has mostly been forgotten. Today's fl oodplain managers don't spend much time with this or include it in their current projects and water management plans. About every fi ve years or so, the City of Reno brings in construction equipment to recreate a few channels, remove some sediment, and tear away wetland vegetation.
Most of my neighbors do not think of this as a reservoir site, nor is Lydia aware that her labyrinth is situated within the city's reservoir. People in the neighborhood use this area regularly, and many of them think of it simply as open space, where people jog or let their dogs run, listen to frogs, talk to neighbors, or just indulge in their dreams a bit. But a reservoir it remains. It is anybody's guess whether Lydia would change anything about her labyrinth project if she thought about this place as a reservoir, as a place engineered to avert a water crisis (albeit a small one). Th e goal of averting water emergencies has long since faded away. But Lydia's dream of a laby-rinth and my neighbors' use of this place are more grounded in day-to-day experiences and realities. Th e few waters that make it here rise and quickly fall away in such an arid land. And even during dry spells, people do not speak of a water crisis, but they may chat about the vagaries of the weather and the variability of water in such a dry place.
Endnotes
1 A clear example of the argument against the science and rationality of environmental crises is Lomborg's (2001) Th e Skeptical Environmentalist. Lomborg advocates that things are improving because the environment is not in crisis, supporting his arguments through a strategic use of statistics and scientifi c analysis.
